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Massive economic, political, and cultural changes followed the imposition of British 
colonial rule in western Kenya in the early 1900s. These included military defeat, 1 the 
imposition of taxes, forced labor, forced cultivation of particular crops and farming methods, 
the imposition of chiefs and headmen, and the presence of foreign missionaries. These far-
reaching changes in the world around them triggered changes in Luo self-perception and 
ideas about individual identity that were played out at one level in changing forms of dress. 
Individual patterns of dress were instruments chosen and manipulated to express these 
evolving identities; they were the most visible symbol of the colonial order in rural areas, 
and were at the center of a series of contestations over social and political relationships. 
If we were to view the main phases of colonial rule in western Kenya from the 
perspective of dominant clothing styles, we would find three broad phases. The first period, 
from 1895 to the First World War, was characterized by both broad satisfaction with 
indigenous forms of clothing and open-ended experimentation with the new forms of 
clothing and adornment seen on strangers at markets and chiefs' camps. 2 This period also 
saw a broader struggle between the people of western Kenya and British officials and 
missionaries over whether the appropriate style of dress for modem Africans would reflect 
coastal/Swahili influences or Western traditions of clothing. 3 Here I want to focus on 
internal struggles over proper dress within the Luo community itself and will summarize 
this earlier contestation as part of the historical background. 
During the second period, roughly between World War I and World War II, we see a 
growing adoption of Western clothing styles reflecting the expansion of the labor market 
1 Recorded as 'Toe War. with the Europeans" in Luo oral history, and as "punitive expeditions" in 
British official records; see interviews in Kowe Historical Texts [deposited with the History Dept., 
University of Nairobi; hereafter KHT] interviews and John M. Lonsdale, ''The Politics of Conquest: The 
British in Western Kenya, 1894-1908," Historical Journal 20, 4 (1977), 841-70. The Gusii also 
experienced harsh punitive expeditions in 1905 and 1908; see Audrey Wipper, ''The Gusii Rebels," in 
Robert Rotberg, ed., Rebellion in Black Africa (New York: Oxford, 1971), 164-208, reprinted from 
Robert Rotberg and Ali Mazrui, eds., Protest and Power in Black Africa (New York: Oxford, 1970) 
2 The Comaroffs have written provocatively about the notion of "bricolage," which seems appropriate 
here. See Jean and John Comaroff, "Fashioning the Colonial Subject," Chapter 5 of their Of Revelation 
and Revolution, vol. 2: The Dialectics of Modernity on a South African Frontier (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997). 
3 These earlier struggles are described in Margaret Jean Hay, "Who Wears the Pants?: Christian 
Missions, Migrant Labor, and Clothing in Colonial Western Kenya," Boston University Discussion 
Papers in the African Humanities No. 23 (Boston, 1992). 
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for men (including large-scale Carrier Corps recruitment during World War I), the spread 
of Christianity, and the strength of women's market earnings from agricultural production. 
Individual choices of clothing coalesced into broader packages of identity and self-
expression that came into conflict-a certain polarization, if you will, between Christians 
and labor migrants who had accepted European forms of dress and traditionalists or cultural 
purists who rejected many aspects of the cultural changes that accompanied colonial rule. 
A third period, dating roughly from the end of World War II up to the present time, 
would be marked by the nearly complete adoption of European-style clothing among the 
people of Central Kavirondo/W estern Kenya and the gradual disappearance of the older 
forms of clothing based on skins and jewelry. By 1945 the main lines of the struggles I 
want to sketch here had been decided, although skirmishes continued for another decade or 
so. Power and authority in the future would lie predominantly with those who were 
educated, Christian, and dressed in Western-style clothes. In this later period, differences in 
the quality, newness, and cleanliness of Western-style clothing would mark an increasing 
differentiation between rich and poor, and between respectable and disreputable. 
In the core of this paper I want to focus on three aspects of the internal struggles over 
clothing that took place among the Luo of Central Kavirondo District4 between roughly 
1920 and I 939: (I) at the broadest level, conflicts between Christians and labor migrants in 
Western-style clothing and Luo traditionalists or cultural purists in skins and beads; (2) 
conflicts over authority and respect between elders and young men, and (3) conflicts over 
sexuality and control between fathers and daughters and between husbands and wives. I will 
also present parallel evidence from Luyia peoples of North Kavirondo and, to a lesser 
extent, from the Gusii people of Kisii District. 
What I am trying to sketch here are the broad patterns I see over time. It's important to 
note, however, that there was always variation in clothing between individuals within any 
given community, and from one geographic region to another. Indeed the same person 
would dress differently in different contexts-farm work, wage labor, going to market, 
school, church, dance, wedding, or funeral. The timing of changes in clothing also reflected 
the relative distance from the principal nodes of political and economic change-trade 
routes, central markets, administrative headquarters, and mission stations. Communities 
living closest to these "central places" usually experimented with new forms of clothing 
earlier than those living farther away. 
The evidence on which these arguments are based includes written materials and 
photographic collections in archives and in museums, travelers' accounts (and the 
photographs with which their accounts are illustrated), and some field interviews in western 
4 The three districts of Nyanza Province were originally named North, Central, and South Kavirondo, 
and "Kavirondo" was the term used to describe its inhabitants; observers often distinguished between the 
"Nilotic Kavirondo" (later usually referred to as Luo) and the "Bantu Kavirondo" (later usually referred to as 
Luyia). After 1945 the districts were renamed North, Central, and South Nyanza. 
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Kenya. Given the relative lack of the diaries and personal correspondence that might tell us 
how Africans perceived colonial rule during this period, I want to suggest that the study of 
dress---epecially through photographic evidence-is one of the few sources available to us 
for a history of African self-identities and ambitions in western Kenya. 
Indigenous Clothing at the Turn of the Century: The Context for Change 
Luo conceptions of being properly dressed in the early 1900s centered around the 
minimal forms of clothing ( of fiber or skin, but not woven textiles), paint, and jewelry (made 
of beads, wire, and carved bone) appropriate for specific situations: funerals, for example, 
meeting one's in-laws, going to the market, or traveling some distance from home. 5 As 
visitor Herman Norden noted in 1923, "Both men and women are muscular and large of 
bone, and their bodies are not hampered with blankets. Whatever is worn is for ornament or 
to show place or station; never as protection from wind or weather or curious gaze."6 
Women and girls usually wore a short, simple apron of sisal fiber, or a more elaborate 
beaded one for special occasions, along with waist beads, bead necklaces, and coils of iron 
wire on their arms or legs. Young women sometimes had decorative patterns shaved into 
their hair. Married women also wore a soft fiber tassel called chieno suspended from a cord 
around their waist and hanging low enough in back to protect their modesty when bending 
over. The chieno served as the Luo equivalent of today's wedding ring, and Luo girls who 
had to travel through the territory of other lineages sometimes tied on a chieno for their own 
protection. 
Married men usually wore a small piece of goatskin tied just around their loins and 
sometimes a larger piece of skin on a thong tied over one shoulder. Wealthy or influential 
men (often referred to as "chiefs" in European accounts) wore beaded cloaks of goatskin 
( cloaks of leopard skin were even more prestigious and expensive), numerous earrings, and 
coils of wire around their arms and legs. The really flashy dressers in this society were the 
warriors, distinguished by their stunning and sometimes towering headdresses of ostrich 
feathers or carved tusks, the red and white paint on their faces, the lengths of iron wire 
wrapped around their arms and legs, and the spears and shields they carried. Warriors and 
ritual specialists dressed with particular care for funerals, as indeed did most men and 
women. Funerals often took place at some distance, and were marked by several days of 
feasting and dancing, and people wanted to look their best. Thus the most flamboyant ( and 
popular) photo opportunities for resident Europeans or travelers came when they 
encountered people on their way to or from a funeral. 
5 Luo clothing and jewelry around the turn of the century are described more fully in Hay, ''Who 
Wears the Pants?" 
6 Herman Norden, Black and White in East Africa (London, 1923), 173. 
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Ritual specialists (sometimes labeled "wizards," "diviners," or "witch doctors" in 
European photographs) often used more elements of adornment than anyone else, usually 
including skin or fur cloaks; headdresses of tusks, cowries, feathers, or monkey skins; and 
thongs holding tortoiseshells, packets, and gourds (presumably containing their medicines) 
strung across their chests, along with other necklaces constructed from a wide range of 
materials. In photographs of the time, their faces and bodies are often decorated with striped 
or zigzag patterns in white chalk or paint; and they usually carry a long-stemmed clay pipe. 
It is worth noting that the dress of male and female ritual specialists is essentially the same. 
Photographic evidence confirms that the use of beads and wire by both men and 
women had greatly increased around the turn of the century, as a result of increased trade 
contacts with the coast and the increasing presence of imported goods.7 
Luo bodies were altered or decorated in more permanent ways as well; in most areas 
four lower teeth were extracted from boys and girls at coming of age ceremonies, and 
women often had raised cicatrices on the front and sides of their torso below the breasts and 
sometimes on their backs and upper arms. 
British Attempts to Impose a Coastal Mode of Dress 
Photographic evidence from the first two decades of the British presence in Western 
Kenya suggest both a broad satisfaction with indigenous forms of clothing and open-ended 
experimentation with new forms. This period also saw a broader struggle between the 
people of western Kenya and British officials and missionaries over whether the proper 
style of dress for modern Africans would reflect coastaVSwahili influences or European 
traditions of clothing. I have written about this struggle in an earlier paper and will just 
summarize the broad outlines here. 8 
Western visitors in the early 1900s were stunned by the sight of western Kenya 
peoples "in their fullest undress," 9 and "the naked Kavirondo" became a major tourist 
attraction, often captured in photographs. Perhaps not surprisingly, this first phase is much 
better documented in photographic collections than the second phase. 10 On a geological 
expedition, Felix Oswald compared Luo traditional clothing with that worn by the 
7 See, for example, Johnston's photo of "Young Masai Women ... Having Iron Wire Coiled Around 
Her Legs," Photo 447, Harry Hamilton Johnston, The Uganda Protectorate (London: Hutchison, 1902), II, 
807. 
8 See Hay, "Who Wears the Pants?" 
9 Winston Churchill, My African Journey (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1908), 33. 
IO Some of the outstanding photographic collections for this period include the Dennis collection of 
papers and photographs, and the Captain W. B. Brook and A.C. Hollis collections at the National Museum 
of Kenya, Nairobi; the Charles Edwin Collard and Rev'd Ernest Millar collections at the Royal 
Commonwealth Society, London; and the Charles W. Robley and Gunter Wagner photographic collections 
at the Museum of Mankind, London. 
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Caledonians of Scotland two thousand years ago: he was startled to find himself among "a 
tribe of naked savages, who ornamented themselves with coils of iron wire like the 
Caledonians," and felt he had been transported back in time.11 Like many other visitors, 
Arthur Conan Doyle found the married woman's chieno ridiculous: "Married women are 
supposed to wear absurd little tufts on their lower spines which gives them . . . a comical, 
hen-like appearance." 12 Elizabeth Baring-Gould thought it resembled "a tail at the bottom 
of the spine, which waggles in a ludicrous way as they walk."13 
Yet British officials and missionaries reacted with equal scorn to the attempts of 
African men to copy Western forms of dress and they encouraged the adoption of coastal 
mode of dress. Churchill ridiculed African chiefs in Western-style clothing who would 
cherish "any old, cast-off khaki jacket or tattered pair of trousers," and argued instead that 
British officials should present "suitable ceremonial robes" to the chiefs, and encourage 
their spread throughout the general population.14 (Such ceremonial robes were in fact 
distributed to chiefs and headmen in western Kenya shortly after his visit.) Early Anglican 
missionaries also strenuously opposed the Kenyan propensity for European clothing, 
seeing it as a threat to the African character of the church they wanted to create and as a 
symbol of the detribalization they feared.15 In other words, the people of western Kenya 
should please cover their naked bodies but still look exotic. Missionaries wanted African 
men (and mission boys) to wear a kanzu (a long, loose white garment like a nightshirt); 
women and girls were encouraged to wrap a two-meter length of plain cloth (nanga, or 
sometimes nanza) around their bodies. 
British officials recognized that suitable clothing was important in mainta1mng the 
chiefs' local stature and respect. In 1909 Chief Murnia and a few others recognized as 
paramount chiefs were issued a dark cloak trimmed with embroidery to be worn over a 
kanzu, a turban, and silver mounted stick. Other chiefs were issued a cloak and fez, while 
headmen got a waistcoat and a fez cap with a white metal badge on it. 16 A number of 
11 Felix Oswald, Alone in the Sleeping Sickness Country (London: Kegan Paul, 1923), vii. 
12 Arthur Conan Doyle, Our African Winter (London: John Murray, 1929), 245. 
13 Church Missionary Society Archives, University of Birmingham [hereafter CMS/UB], Miss E. 
Baring-Gould, Journal No. 8 of May 1927, Acc. 21, I. Baring-Gould made several tours of inspection of 
CMS missions in East Africa on behalf of the Society. 
14 Churchill, My African Journey, 31-32, 33. 
15 Robert W. Strayer, The Making of Mission Communities in East Africa: Anglicans and Africans 
in Colonial Kenya 1875-1935 (London: Heinemann, 1978), 19-20, 88-89. 
16 Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1909, PC/NZA 1/1/4, 69. Chiefs in Southern Kavirondo were 
presented with their uniforms slightly later. SKDistrict Ann Report, 1909-10, inc. in PC/NZA 1/1/5, 
Nyanza province Annual Report 1910, I. 
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photographs record Luo and Luyia chiefs in the official uniform of white kanzu with dark 
robes, whether as individual portraits or in groups. 17 
These British perceptions of the ideal forms of African clothing were clearly influenced 
by their long contact with Zanzibar and the Swahili coast;18 many Ganda nobles and 
Christian converts in Uganda had adopted these same forms by the early twentieth century, 
no doubt influenced by the long-term presence of Muslim Swahili traders at the Ganda 
court as well as the influence of British missionaries. 19 
While Luo chiefs and headmen accepted the "suitable ceremonial robes" for formal 
occasions, in their everyday lives they often preferred to dress like the British. As early as 
1908 the provincial commissioner reported a growing tendency among the men living near 
Kisumu, the provincial capital, to wear Western-style clothes, "usually consisting of a khaki 
tunic, trousers, boots, and a helmet .... "20 By 1910 he could note a "small but increasing" 
demand for second-hand coats and jackets, khaki shorts, and khaki coats.21 Clearly the 
donning of Western clothing was seen as appropriating a symbol of modernity and power. 
In 1930 the old "tribal retainers" who had supported the chiefs and headmen were 
reorganized as a tribal police force and provided with khaki uniforms and leather belts and 
badges. While some Europeans maintained that the tribal police should continue to wear 
their tribal garb, the PC responded sharply that "the tribal garb of a Luo is nothing more 
elaborate than what nature has provided him with and that in this year of grace a force of 
police ... could hardly be maintained on these lines. The Kavirondo both men and women 
... are becoming a clothed people .... "22 
While kanzus remained a common form of dress for men along the coast and in parts 
of Uganda through the colonial period, in western Kenya both the white kanzus and 
17 See, for example, Photo 8, "At the Local Native Council meeting in NE Kavirondo," in Margery 
Perham, East African Journeys, following p. 124; Brook photo of Chief Opala dated 14.5.11, BRO/2, 
142; Brook photo of Chief Anam at Kadimu, dated 3/6/13, BRO/2, 196. 
18 See the detailed descriptions of Zanzibari clothing in Laura Fair, Pastimes and Politics: Culture, 
Community, and Identity in Post-Abolition Urban Zanzibar, /890-/945 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2001), Chapter 3, "Dressing Up." 
19 Formal photographs of Luo chiefs and headmen taken by Capt. Brook around 1910, A.C. Hollis's 
photos of the sultan of Zanzibar and the liwali of Lamu in the early 1900s, and Rev. Ernest Millar's 
photographs of "his boys" and of Ham Mukasa and Apolo Kagwa around 1902 show a remarkable 
similarity to each other and to the ideal forms of dress prescribed for western Kenya in the early 1900s. Tue 
Brook and Hollis photographs are in the National Museum of Kenya, while the Millar photographs are in 
the collection of the Royal Commonwealth Society, London. The popularity of the kanzu and coastal-style 
dressing for Ganda men would also have reflected the significant presence of Arab and Swahili traders at the 
Buganda court during the nineteenth century. See, for example, Photograph #173, "An Arab Trader in 
Uganda," in Johnston, Uganda Protectorate, I, 217. 
20 PC/NZA 1/1/3, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1907-1908, xlii-xliii. 
21 PC/NZA 1/1/5, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1910, Tables 13-16, xlii-xliii. 
22 PC/NZA 1/1/25, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1930, 28-29. 
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ceremonial robes gradually disappeared from the official agenda and from photographs in 
favor of khaki shirts and trousers. From 1920 onward, struggles over clothing would be 
waged between those dressed in Western-style garments and those who preferred the older, 
indigenous modes based on skins, sisal, beads and wire. The Swahili styles that remained 
dominant in coastal towns were no longer part of these discussions. 
At this point I would like to focus on three different struggles over clothing and identity 
within Luo society that marked the 1920s and 1930s in Central Kavirondo. First, at the 
broadest level, conflicts between Christians and labor migrants in Western-style clothing 
and Luo traditionalists or cultural purists in skins and beads. 
1) Christians and Labor Migrants vs. Luo Traditionalists 
Christianity spread rather quickly in western Kenya ( and today is the religion of 
perhaps 80 percent of the people). Missionaries and African Christians worked actively to 
influence the adoption of the new forms of clothing as well as belief; indeed, the early 
Christian converts were known alternately as jo-nanga, "people of cloth" or jo-somo, 
"people who read. "23 I should stress that the early African Christians themselves had a 
much greater effect on their communities in western Kenya than did the expatriate 
missionaries. The numbers were on their side, for one thing. Only African children at 
mission boarding schools were taught by white missionaries; the great majority of African 
Christian converts were taught by lay African teachers in hundreds of small schools, loosely 
supervised by a handful of foreign missionaries. Rev. Pleydell of the Church Missionary 
Society (CMS) Maseno mission noted there were over 6,000 catechumens preparing for 
baptism in Central Kavirondo in 1918; they were spread over roughly 100 schools, taught 
by African teachers, and Pleydell lamented the difficulties he encountered in trying to 
supervise all of them. 24 
Joan Arwa of Seme recalled how she was introduced to a new religion and a new form 
of dress simultaneously: "When [the first Luo Christians] found me grinding, they helped 
me, then told me to go to church the next day .... Then they gave me a piece of cloth to tie 
around my waist, and the following day I went to church." 25 Missionaries gave lengths of 
cloth to their female converts and taught them how to arrange and tie the cloths. Martin 
Oyugi went to school at Asumbi in 1926; when he was baptized, "the priests gave me a 
white shirt, a blanket, and a hoe. And if these things got worn out, you could go and get new 
23 See Atieno Odhiambo, "From Warriors to Jonanga: The Struggle over Nakedness by the Luo of 
Kenya," Matatu 9 (1992), 17. "Readers" (or Josomo in Luo; somo is the verb "to read") was the term used 
by missionaries for Africans who were receiving Christian instruction at the mission but had not yet been 
baptized. 
24 CMS/UB, G3 AL Pleydell December 1918. 
25 Joan Arwa, interview of 19/4/70, in KHT. It seems likely that some of these events have been 
telescoped in her memory. 
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ones. "26 Bildad Kaggia, a Kikuyu, remembers the pleasure of wearing a school uniform on 
the first day at school: "the first day I met other boys, the first day I was freed from looking 
after the goats. I was thrilled to have a school uniform, a slate, and a pencil. "27 
While in the early years both male and female converts were given lengths of cloth to 
wrap or tie Swahili-style, by the 1920s girls at mission schools were taught to hand-sew 
their own dresses from fabric given to them, while the boys were provided shirts and shorts 
for daily wear.28 When Baring-Gould visited the Kisumu mission station in 1927, she 
found the boys being taught tailoring were using treadle sewing machines to produce the 
shirts and shorts distributed to all the boys at school. 29 In some areas boys were also given 
long white kanzus for church services and Christian ceremonies. 
Christian converts were expected to make many changes in their daily lives beyond 
going to church and adopting the prescribed forms of clothing. They were not to wear 
jewelry except wedding bands and later wristwatches; married women were to cover their 
heads with a scarf. They sang songs to a foreign god and refused to make sacrifices to their 
ancestors. They sometimes refused to marry the men or women chosen by their parents, 
challenging patriarchal decisions ( and previous arrangements) about appropriate marriages. 
They were not to take part in "pagan" ceremonies or dances; they were not to be cut with 
decorative scars or to have their teeth removed; in fact, some actually found dentists who 
could replace teeth that had been extracted. 30 They often began to use imported soap in 
response to the missionaries' urgings about cleanliness and thus smelled bad to their 
neighbors. Christian women were encouraged to eat chicken, eggs, and other formerly taboo 
foods. Christian widows were not to tear off their clothes and smear their bodies with ashes 
in mourning their husband; furthermore, they were to refuse pressures to marry one of the 
husband's brothers or cousins, a customary provision to ensure that the husband's family 
continued to support a widow and her children. 
The adoption of new forms of clothing led to profound cultural conflicts that lasted for 
two decades and sometimes longer, often paralleling the lines between Christians (the 
people of cloth) and non-Christians (or traditionalists). In the 1920s the Christians' use of 
clothing was seen as a shocking symbol of their having turned their backs on the ancestors. 
Some families were tom apart by these changes, as wives or daughters were driven out of 
26 Martin Oyugi, interview on 21 July 1977 with Judy Butterrnan, testimony in her "Kanyamkago 
Economic History Texts," deposited in Kenya National Archives. 
27 Bildad Kaggia, Roots of Freedom: The Autobiography of Bi/dad Kaggia (Nairobi: East African 
Publishing House, 1975), 10. 
28 Informants explained that the calico fabric given to girls for their uniforms was soft enough for 
hand stitching whereas the stiffer khaki fabric for boys' uniforms required machine stitching. Japuonj 
Joseph was one of the early Christian teachers at Ng'iya, and his daughters remember the campaigns to 
persuade people to adopt the new clothes. Interviews with Sophia Odero and Rose Orondo, March 1988. 
29 CMS/UB, Baring-Gould Acc. 21, 1927. 
3o CMS/UB, Baring-Gould Acc. 21, 1927, 5. 
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the home, and fathers and sons were estranged. Anglican teacher Yona Obara's father tried 
to kill him by witchcraft for his apostasy. Rachel Oguri was chased away from her home 
because of her conversion to Christianity and her European-style clothes. Rebekah Hokaka 
told of being driven away from her marital home in South Nyanza by in-laws who found 
her arrogant and resented both her clothing and her literacy. In several areas of Central 
Kavirondo, communal hostility led to the building of separate Christian villages where the 
newly converted could gather at night to pray and to sleep. 
These early Christians were also the first to try new crops and new tools (maize, 
cotton, imported hoes, grist mills) and to challenge old taboos that prescribed the division of 
labor between men and women, forbade the planting of trees, and imposed gender-based 
dietary restrictions. Many of them had a sense of themselves as people with a mission, as 
innovators who were expected to be "modem" and progressive, and as converts whose new 
religion would protect them against jealousy or witchcraft.31 Perhaps because of their 
travels outside western Kenya and their interaction with Africans from other areas as well as 
closer contacts with British missionaries, administrative officials, and private employers, 
these early Christians consciously embraced their potential role as pioneers and innovators 
and committed themselves to a notion of economic and social progress. 32 Julius Otieno 
commented that perhaps it was easier for Christians to be innovators-first, because people 
expected them to deviate from traditional behavior and second, because they firmly believed 
that their new faith would protect them against witchcraft or other hostile responses from the 
traditionalists. 33 
Labor Migration 
Labor migration was another force for changes in clothing during these early years, 
both because of the employers' preference for clothed employees and because of the 
workers' exposure to new ideas and new consumer goods. 34 While British families 
preferred to have their male domestic servants wear the kanzu indoors, those who employed 
African workers outdoors on their farms or plantations, building roads or railways, favored 
the more familiar khaki shorts and shirt. Migrant laborers quickly learned that putting on 
shirt and shorts would get them a higher rate of pay from a potential employer. Nearly all of 
31 See the discussion of these self-conscious pioneers in Margaret Jean Hay, "Hoes and Clothes in a 
Luo Household: Changing Consumption in a Colonial Economy," in Mary Jo Arnoldi, Christraud Geary, 
and Kris Hardin, eds., African Material Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996). 
32 This sense comes out clearly in interviews with a number of different informants (see interviews 
with Samili Olaka, 11/3/70; Thadayo Ohara, 24/10/69; Joan Arwa 10/10/69; Jeremiah Hokaka, 12/9/69), 
but perhaps most strongly of all in the testimony of Julius Otieno, 21/4/70, all in KHT. 
33 Interview with Julius Otieno, 15/3/69, KHT. 
34 In Seme, where I carried out most of my field work, it is rather difficult to sort out the competing 
pressures of Christianity and the labor market, because many of the early labor migrants tended to be 
Christian converts as well. 
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the "Kavirondo" witnesses before the Native Labour Commission acknowledged usmg 
their wages to buy clothing. 35 
A few groups of adventurous young men left their homes in Seme in 1913 to see the 
world and find employment on European plantations and in Nairobi. They "were bored 
with looking after goats," and while some of them didn't think much of labor migration and 
returned home to stay, many of the others worked regularly outside Seme for the next three 
decades. When they came home to visit, they wore fme clothing, brought new clothes and 
bicycles as gifts for family and friends, and greatly impressed the young women who 
married them within a few years.36 These young men were freer to exercise their own 
choices in marriage arrangements, in part because they could come up with bridewealth 
payments on their own if need be. 
Men from western Kenya soon provided a substantial part of the labor force in the rest 
of Kenya, on the railways and on the docks in Mombasa, on sisal plantations, and 
elsewhere. 37 Despite the abuses of forced labor during wartime and into the early 1920s, a 
pattern of regular labor migration became the norm for up to half the population of adult 
men in many Luo and Luyia locations by 1930. A missionary letter written in Maseno in 
1930 blames these labor migrants for extensive social problems in the rural areas: 
These people spend heavily on fine clothes, ornaments, feasts, and dances. 
The men wear correct evening dress for dinner.... The ladies follow their 
example with fine low-cut dresses and high-heeled shoes. After dinner the 
"European" dances begin, lasting till early morning-and with fatal results. 
This spirit of irresponsibility and pleasure has spread to the Reserves and we 
are having difficulties with our young people, with numerous cases coming 
before Church Councils of sad moral lapses. 38 
35 See the African testimony before the Native Labour Commission (Nairobi, 1913), especially 
witnesses 129, 130, 133, 163. 
36 At one point, Jeremiah Hokaka even drove an automobile home from Nairobi-the first one many 
of his kinsmen had ever seen. See, for example, interviews with Omindo Ayieye (3/12/69), Jeremiah 
Hokaka (13/4/70), and Johana Ming'ala (10/10/69), all in KHT. Note that while many men were essentially 
kidnapped or otherwise forced to leave the reserves for wage labor, especially in the late 1910's, there was 
also a strong element of voluntary labor migration among the young, and particularly among those who had 
studied at mission schools. 
37 See Frederick Cooper, On the African Wateifront: Urban Disorder and the Transformation of 
Work in Colonial Mombasa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 28-29, 69-71, and passim; 
Sharon Stichter, Migrant Labour in Kenya: Capitalism and African Response (London: Longman, 1982); 
Gavin Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya: The Making of an African Petite-Bourgeoisie 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), esp. 39-56. 
38 Rev. A.E. Pleydell, Annual Letter dated August 1930, CMS/University of Birmingham, G3 AL. 
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Traditionalist Rebellions: The Cult of Mumbo and Heathen Dancers 
Given these very visible forms of belonging to the new order that characterized 
Christians and labor migrants, it should come as no surprise that the rebellion of different 
groups of cultural purists emphasized a return to indigenous forms of clothing as a central 
element. Atieno Odhiambo has described the cultural purists of Alego, men like Opiyo 
K' Ogwaw who rejected the whole package of education/culture/clothes and stood firmly for 
indigenous aesthetics: beaded goatskin cloaks for men, raffia skirts for women. These 
purists smeared their bodies with rancid butter, couldn't stand the "stink" of imported 
soap, and claimed that the new clothes all smelled like Indian feces. 39 Opiyo himself 
adamantly refused to have anything to do with European clothing well into the 1950s. 40 
Two more organized forms of traditionalist rebellions had the rejection of Western-
style clothing as a central feature. The leaders of a millennial movement known as 
Mumboism ( or the Cult of Mumbo) called for a return to the old ways. First documented in 
1913, Mumboism tried to restore pride in indigenous customs, celebrated the venerated 
warriors of the past, and anticipated the imminent disappearance of Europeans from western 
Kenya. Although its greatest impact was among the Gusii further to the south, Mumboism 
began in Central Kavirondo and had numerous "outbreaks" there as well. A number of 
separate, linked occurrences from 1915 through the 1950s haunted British officials who 
often responded with force.41 Followers of Mumbo were instructed to reject Christianity 
and return to precolonial rituals, to observe daily sacrifices and the ritual greeting of the 
morning sun. Precolonial dances were revived as well. For our purposes here, it is 
particularly relevant that members threw away items of Western-style clothing and vowed to 
wear only clothing made from skins, let their hair grow long, and never to wash. Audrey 
Wipper, probably the best-known chronicler of Mumboism, argues that the greatest support 
for Mumbo came from diviners and ritual specialists, both men and women.42 
39 The predominant non-African traders and shopkeepers of western Kenya in the first colonial decades 
were Indians. 
40 Odhiambo, "From Warriors to Jonanga," 17. See also his insightful comments on Luo experiences 
with colonialism more broadly in David Cohen and Atieno Odhiambo, Siaya: The Historical Anthropology 
of an African Landscape (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1989). 
41 For brief mentions of "outbreaks" of Mumboism, primarily in Southern Kavirondo, see PC/NZA 
1/1/16, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1920-21, 3; PC/NZA 1/1/22, Nyanza Province Annual Report 
for 1927, 10; PC/NZA 1/1/28, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1933, 9. In 1930 the provincial 
commissioner noted an outbreak of Mumboism in Kadem, "a degraded form of religion of a phallic nature 
whose devotees practice various vices, including incest and bhang smoking." (PC/NZA 1/1/25, Nyanza 
Province Annual Report for 1930, 16"17). In Central Kavirondo British authorities were worried by the 
appearance of"a new 'religion' or 'devil worship' known as Sumba in 1923, about which I know less than 
I should. (PC/NZA 1/1/18, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1923, 4-5.) 
42 Wipper, 'The Gusii Rebels," 185, 193. Wipper notes that many women played leading roles in 
Mumbo groups. 
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The mid-1920s marked the emergence in Central Kavirondo of groups of young men 
who rejected European clothing, organized all-night dance parties, and seduced women. One 
particularly troublesome (i.e., particularly popular) group called themselves "The 
Fornicators" and are mentioned in a series of different European accounts. 43 They were 
blamed for having caused numerous mission boys and girls to revert to "paganism." 
Marjorie Perham was very interested to hear of the group's activities during her 1929 visit. 
Two Catholic missionaries told her of "the evil-doings of a secret society of young men, 
'The Fornicators,' who roam around the country having dances and orgies and are 'in' with 
some of the chiefs. They paint round one eye, which gives them a sinister appearance." 
Later on Perham's group encountered a group of "weirdly dressed and painted 
'Fornicators"' on the road, and she was able to photograph them. They did not strike her 
as particularly evil or terrifying, but reminded her of rebellious young men in South Africa 
or in England.44 
Missionaries referred to such groups more broadly as "the young heathen party" and 
felt they were consciously attempting to pull young people out of the mission churches. As 
a CMS missionary had lamented as early as 1918, 
The attitude of the young heathen party would be amusing if it were not so 
serious. Unique dances have been held to attract readers ["Josomo"]; 
leaders have been chosen and given titles of DC, etc., others have been 
elected as teachers [-i.e., the young heathen parties are constructing 
parallels to colonial/Christian institutions], a heathen Catechumenate has 
been formed in which members make vows to be faithful heathen and 
renounce Christianity and all its works. Whole districts have been affected 
and hundreds of people have discarded clothing for red ochre .... 45 
There is a general sense in both missionary and official records of the 1920s and 
1930s that dances were getting out of control-I suppose it was somewhat similar to 
parental reactions to Rock 'n Roll in the 1950s USA. A fascinating account of dancing in 
Central Kavirondo was prepared by Assistant District Commissioner Hale in 1932, with the 
43 See, for example, PC/NZA 3/26/2, Provincial Diary for July 1925, where two of the leaders of one 
such group are ordered to report for road work. I have been challenged on my "translation" of this term and 
asked to cite the original term, but the English term is cited in the archival materials and in Marjorie 
Perharn's book. If dance leaders called themselves "kingi" and "prime minister," using the foreign terms, it 
seems quite likely they adopted the pejorative term "Fornicators" for themselves as well. 
44 Perham, East African Journey, 151. Her photograph of them, "Naughty young men in North East 
Kavirondo, Kenya" is facing p. 125. A closer look at Perham's photograph, however, suggests an 
interesting blending of traditionalist and coastal styles of dress. All four wear lengths of cloth fastened over 
one shoulder, with printed or striped cotton scarves wrapped around their necks; wrist and upper arm 
bangles; three with dark walking sticks; three have lines or shapes painted around one eye. 
45 Rev. A.E. Pleydell, Annual Letter 1918, CMS/University of Birmingham G3 AL 1918. 
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notable subtitle, "Dancing, Drinking, and Other Excesses." 46 Comments by a number of 
chiefs are included after the report itself. Hale argues that in the past, Luo dances only took 
place on special occasions such as funerals or marriages, and were subject to strict 
regulations as to time and procedure. He believed the current trouble had arisen from the 
breakdown of such regulations and the introduction of new ideas-"e.g., European dancing 
by youths returning from work at Nairobi and such places." 
Many different dances could be seen and new ones were constantly introduced: the 
dance might be an old Jaluo ngoma to the eight-stringed nyatiti (similar to a guitar) or fox-
trotting to the latest hits of Nairobi dance bands. While European dancing was apparently 
spreading in Kisumu and even through the rural areas, Nyangweso and Budho ( or 
Mwranda) dances in the Luo tradition were still the most common in Central Kavirondo in 
the early 1930s. Groups of young men would band together and appoint a king or PC 
(provincial commissioner), while under them would be a prime minister or DC (district 
commissioner), and so on.47 
These youths dress up in the usual garb of skins, feathers, bells, and paint, 
etc., as for funerals and marriages and have dances every Saturday and 
Sunday-in Samia they can be seen on the road nearly every day. They 
round up an equal number of girls and pair off. Dance all day and night, and 
then sleep together. Girl receives a small present.48 
The concerns expressed by European officials (besides just a dour sense of not 
wanting anyone to have fun) include the loss of labor productivity, enticing young people 
away from the missions, and the likelihood of these dancers spreading venereal disease. The 
opinions of the Central Kavirondo chiefs who were consulted ranged more widely. Several 
seemed to feel the real villain was the arrogance of youths who had been working outside. A 
chief from Sakwa felt the dances were "a great bane to the Missions, as the boys and girls 
who go to school are very much attracted by these dances and are very inclined to leave 
school, take off their clothes, and don the trappings of these dances (skins - paint - bells 
etc.)" On the other hand, a chief from Uyoma argued sympathetically that "'Mwranda 
46 "Native Tribes and Customs: Dancing, Drinking, and Other Excesses," prepared by Mr. Hale and 
included in file PC/NZA 2/1/68. 
47 Elements of the organization of these dance groups suggest parallels with lelemama and other 
coastal dance societies of the same period described by Margaret Strobel (Muslim Women of Mombasa) and 
Terence Ranger (Dance and Society in Eastern Africa). It's possible that contacts through labor migration 
perhaps influenced some aspects of these groups in western Kenya. 
48 Hale, "Native Tribes and Customs," in PC/NZA 2/1/68. It is worth noting the significance of the 
work week as defined in the wage labor economy for the timing of these dances. 
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macheso' is the sport and fun of the country-side, without which there would be no fun nor 
rejoicing for the youth!"49 
The photographic and archival evidence suggests that either traditionalist or coastal 
styles of clothing were appropriate dress at these Luo dances, but not the more restrictive 
European styles. This suggests a possible statement by the participants about a broader 
African identity rather than either indigenous or modem styles. 
In that broad context we will turn to an examination of conflicts between young men in 
trousers and elders in robes or skins, and between Christian women and more traditionalist 
men, as seen in conflicts between fathers and daughters and between husbands and wives. 
2) Conflict Between Young Men in Trousers and Elders in Robes or Skins 
At the forefront of of both labor migration and Christian conversion were the young 
men of the warrior ranks, who had been dramatically deprived of both their normal 
employment ( as the British claimed a monopoly over military functions) and their normal 
chances for income generation ( as the warriors' principal opportunity to accumulate wealth 
had come from now-forbidden cattle raids). These young men may well have recognized the 
implications of military defeat at the hands of British punitive expeditions and foreseen that 
status and wealth in the new order were perhaps best pursued through some degree of 
contact with the new European rulers. They were the first to attend mission schools and to 
convert to Christianity, and they were also the first to become voluntary labor migrants. 
As early as 1911 there are reports of challenges to the authority of Luo elders and 
general disrespect shown by these young men in shorts or trousers. British officials urged 
chiefs in their jurisdictions to settle court cases in consultation with their elders, "the old 
men who were formerly accustomed to assemble together and deal with Tribal affairs." 
Instead the colonial-appointed chiefs tended to rely on young men in Western-style clothing 
who through labor migration or mission education had acquired basic literacy and some 
familiarity with Swahili, skills that made them useful interlocuteurs with British officials. 50 
Around Kisii in the late 1930s, Shadle reports that "Many Gusii now disobeyed local 
elders' arbitration, which in the past ... none had dared to question.51 
D.R. Odindo Adhola, "the official headman of Asembo," considered a progressive 
leader and at that time a favorite of British officials, drafted a book of instructions for Luo 
elders, which was circulated by the administration in 1913. In his instructions Odindo 
49 Ibid., 7. In response to related complaints from Luyia elders, the North Kavirondo Local Native 
Council actually passed a resolution in 1935 forbidding organized dances except in connection with 
marriages or funerals. See PC/NZA 1/1/30, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1935, 22. 
50 Emphasis in original. PC/NZA 1/1/6, Precis of Annual Report, Nyanza Province, 1910-191 I. 
51 Brett Shadle, "'Girl Cases': Runaway Wives, Eloped Daughters and Abducted Women in Gusiiland, 
Kenya, c. 19OO-c. 1965" (Ph.D. thesis, Northwestern University, 2000), 203. 
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emphasized what he saw as a natural link between appointed chiefs and educated young 
men: 
If you are a clothed person and you hear a drum in the Chief's village, it is 
your duty to come and find out the cause of it.. .. 
I want every road to be a broad one .... It will be the duty of clothed people 
to measure the road properly .... 
I think every clan under a Headman should send a child to the school at 
Maseno or at Ajola' sin order that these our children will be able to assist us 
properly in the work of writing and keeping the accounts, and in any other 
work in which they can assist the country." 52 
The elders felt themselves shunted aside under the new order and many of them 
resented both the British-appointed chiefs and the brash young men who had little 
knowledge of Luo history or traditions. Similarly in South Kavirondo, Wipper explains that 
"the [Mumbo] cult's rejection of European clothing may also have been tied up with its 
refusal to recognize these youths' claims to superiority." 53 And of course, young men who 
could generate their own bridewealth if necessary had radically altered the balance of power 
within the homestead. 
Elders in the 1920s complained to British officials "that they did not have the same 
control over their young men as they used to. "54 In 1922 the provincial commissioner 
explained what he perceived as the disintegration of tribal organization this way: 
"individuals who have been to school will not submit themselves unreservedly to 
unrestricted tribal authority ."55 One chief in the Maseno area dragged four young Church 
Missionary Society ( CMS) members before the district commissioner "for holding 
meetings likely to be subversive of authority." After their case had been dealt with, the four 
refused to return to their seats. They just left the baraza, ran away, and took refuge in the 
house of Archdeacon Owen, where they were later arrested. 56 The authority these young 
men were challenging was not British; it was that of their less-educated elders. 
3) Women's Struggles against the Control of Fathers and Husbands 
In addition to elders in western Kenya who felt they were losing control over young 
men, many men believed they were losing control over their daughters and wives as well, 
52 Quoted from pp. 2--4 of "Odinda's Book of Instructions," included in PC/NZA 1/1/8, Annual 
Report for 1913, following p. 72. 
53 Wipper, "The Gusii Rebels," p. 186. 
54 DC, CKav. to Archdeacon W.E. Owen, 2"' November 1920, Archdeacon Owen Papers, Box 1, 
MSS 21/1, KNA. 
55 PC/NZA 1/1/17, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1922, 32. 
56 PC/NZA 1/1/20, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1925, 8. 
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and often associated that loss of control with clothing and Christianity. As early as 1915 the 
provincial commissioner's annual report noted that "women are beginning to assert 
themselves, one of the signs being a demand to be clothed" and linked that trend with some 
recent cases of women declining to be bound by tribal custom. 57 Many husbands refused to 
provide their wives with the Western clothing ( and sometimes destroyed the new dresses 
women had bought for themselves). Brett Shadle has documented problems with young 
Gusii women who stole money from their fathers to buy clothing; in 1936 some Kisii 
fathers in Getutu pleaded with district administrators to help them forcibly prevent their 
daughters from wearing Western clothing. 58 Women in clothes were perceived as assertive, 
suspected of having affairs, and seen as broadly challenging patriarchal authority. 
Just as an individual proclaimed his or her identity through clothing, so did observers 
make assumptions about the connections between forms of dress and aspects of sexuality, 
modesty, and morality. While early British travellers and officials often saw the "naked 
Kavirondo" as primitive savages, some of them recognized what seemed a contradiction in 
the local associations of nudity and morality. Drumkey's Year Book for East Africa, 1909, 
described the Kavirondo as "thriftful, industrious people whose most remarkable 
peculiarity is that both sexes go stark naked, although they have the reputation of being a 
highly moral and respectable race." 59 
Husbands who refused to provide their wives with Western clothing (and who 
sometimes destroyed new dresses the women had bought for themselves) might have feared 
the mobility and independent sexuality of Luo women in Western garb. Writing in 1933, 
Nora Strange commented that "It is generally accepted that once a native woman adopts 
European dress, she sheds her morals." 60 In the 1920s and 1930s the majority of Luo and 
Luyia peoples believed that Africans in Western clothing were sexually promiscuous; they 
might also be hiding unspeakable things about their bodies. Their concerns might have 
reflected in part the rapid spread of yaws, leprosy, and syphilis and other venereal diseases 
in rural areas after the First World War, diseases that might be hidden under Western 
clothing. 61 
57 PC/NZA 1/1/10, Annual report for 1915, 10. In Buganda, Charles Hattersley had noted the 
appearance of "women suffragettes" as early as 1908: '"These insist that if they are not supplied with 
European clothing, ... the banana supply for the family will stop; they will no longer cultivate, but will go 
off and get work as laborers." C. Hattersley, The Buganda at Home (London, 1908), 109. 
58 Shadle, "Girl Cases," 201. 
59 Y.S.A. Drumkey, Drumkey's Year Book for East Africa, 1909 (Bombay: Times Press, 1909), 
269. 
60 Strange, Kenya Today, 81, 102. 
61 See for example, Nyanza Province Annual Reports for 1912 (PC/NZA 1/1/7, 26-27); 1916 
(PC/NZA l/l/11, 26); and 1923 (PC/NZA 1/1/18, 33). The Jokoyo (or cultural purists) of Alego also 
feared that certain people attempted to hide bad diseases, or bad witchcraft, under their clothes; see 
Odhiambo, "From Warriors to Jonanga," p. 17). 
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The 1920s represented a golden era of prosperity for agricultural production in western 
Kenya,62 and some women used their profits to buy Western-style clothing for themselves. 
British officials acknowledged that women were becoming significant purchasers of 
consumer goods on their own account for the first time, and were particularly interested in 
"the better type of clothing. "63 Already by 1926 some 72 African tailors had set up their 
sewing machines in front of shops or tea rooms in Central Kavirondo district.64 This was 
especially true of converts to Christianity. When Elizabeth Baring-Gould visited the CMS 
mission station at Maseno on her 1927 tour of assessment, Christian women and girls from 
the nearby locations were invited to come and meet her: "There must have been between 
400 and 500 present, mostly neatly clad in a loose frock with low neck and short sleeves, 
and with handkerchiefs [scarves] over their heads .... "65 
While Luo women often had little to say about the marriages arranged for them under 
customary law, becoming members of a wider Christian community seemed to give some 
women the courage to challenge the arrangements made by their elders. The troublesome 
heathen dancers mentioned earlier were sometimes hired by prospective husbands to kidnap 
young women and deliver them to their house for a preliminary try-out. The capture would 
often have been negotiated with the girl's father beforehand and a substantial part of the 
bridewealth paid. This was an accepted part of customary marriage patterns, but if the 
desired bride were a mission girl, she might file a complaint at the local mission station and 
a charge of rape would be formally entered in court. 66 A chief from Sakwa defended the 
practice, saying "It is true that girls are seized by force but it is according to custom. The 
fathers of the youth and the girl make an agreement together and when perhaps half the 
dowry has been paid, the youth can carry off the girl. "67 Patricia Rading' described her 
own unsuccessful attempts to avoid the marriage her father had arranged: 
I was taken by force [noyuaya], as was the custom. I did not like my 
husband because he was just an old man whose wife had died. That was why 
62 See Margaret Jean Hay, "Luo Women and Economic Change," in Nancy Hafkin and Edna Bay, 
eds., Women in Africa: Studies in Social and Economic Change (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1976), 87-109. 
63 PC/NZA 1/1/11, Nanza province Annual Report 1916, 19. 
64 Central Kavirondo Annual Report, 1927; see the related discussion in Gavin Kitching, Class and 
Economic Change in Kenya (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 159-79. Note the suggestion in 
Native Affairs Department Annual Report 1936, 184, that African tailors primarily produced women's 
clothes (presumably because the men were more likely to buy ready-made). 
65 CMS/UB Ace 21, Baring-Gould No. 7 (1927). 
66 Hale, Report on Mwranda Dances in PC/NZA 2/1/68, Native Tribes and Customs: Dancing, 
Drinking, and Other Excesses, 2. 
67 Ibid, 8. 
I used to run back home. I kept running away, and my family kept forcing 
me to return; and I did this until I got tired and then I just stayed here.68 
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In some areas traditionalist elders plotted defensive action to protect the purity of their 
young women. If a Luo woman made her way to Kisumu or Nairobi and attempted to live 
on her own, there were rumors that a group of vigilantes would fetch her and restore her to 
the control of husband or father. In Kisii, elders imposed an anti-Christian boycott that 
lasted for several years: They would not allow their daughters to marry Christian boys, and 
they tried to prevent unmarried girls from attending mission schools. A few young men 
were able to marry Christian girls by paying extra bridewealth. 69 
Stella, a young Luo Christian woman who wanted to marry a Christian boy of her own 
choosing, had been threatened with death by her father, who used to wait in hiding for her 
with a long spear. She took refuge in a CMS mission, and Rev. Pleydell reported in 1923 
that "she is now married and living in a Christian village at Ng'iya." 70 In other cases 
Christian women filed complaints under the East African Marriage Ordinance when their 
husbands brought a second wife into the home. When her husband married a second wife, 
Edida Okore sought advice from the CMS archdeacon and filed a complaint under the East 
African Marriage Ordinance; the district commissioner advised her to stay with her father 
until the matter was sorted out.71 Some women who had converted to Christianity after they 
were married deserted their non-Christian husbands and sought refuge at mission 
stations. 72 
Sometimes young Christian wives were driven away from their marital homesteads by 
in-laws who resented both their clothing and their Christianity. I mentioned earlier the cases 
of several Christian women from Seme whose fathers had married them to non-Christian 
men over their objections and who ultimately ran away. Both their Christianity and their 
clothing had been an issue of conflict with their in-laws. Leaving the anti-Christian in-laws 
of her South Kavirondo husband after a few years, Rebekah Hokaka lived out the rest of her 
life as a single dependent woman attached to her brother's homestead. When Sophia 
Odero's husband married a second wife at his family's urging, she refused to be part of a 
polygamous marriage and left him to support herself in various jobs as a warden looking 
after the girls in women's dormitories at mission schools, church residences, or YWCA 
68 Interview with Patricia Rading' Obure, 14/4/70, KHT. 
69 See E. A. Beavon to DC Kisii, 21 Oct. 1926, in "Native Marriages and Dowries," PC/NZA 
3/28/4/1. 
70 Rev. A.E. Pleydell, Annual Letter of October 1923, CMS Archives, University of Birmingham 
[hereafter CMS/UB] G3, AL. 
7! DC CKav to Archdeacon Owen, 26'" Jan. 1926, Archdeacon Owen Papers, Box 1, MSS 21/1, 
KNA. 
72 PC/NZA 1/1/20, Nyanza Province Annual Report for 1925, 6. 
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hostels. Loye Elizabeth Ogumbo of Seme refused to be taken in a leviratic marriage after 
her husband died and survived on her own, with the support of her (Christian) sons. 
Over the years of my research I encountered a number of devout Christian women who 
had run away from non-Christian husbands or polygamous marriages where their religion 
had become an issue, or widows who had refused to be taken in marriage by one of their 
husband's brothers. No wonder husbands and fathers resisted these challenges to their 
authority. There is no question that for these women, their adherence to Christianity and the 
support of missionaries and other church members gave them the courage to challenge older 
norms about the proper role, behavior, and clothing of women. 
The majority of the people in Central Kavirondo had adopted Western forms of 
clothing by the time of the Second World War, and quarrels over the quality and the amount 
of clothing provided to co-wives had become one of the principal items of conflict within the 
homestead, rather than struggles over what form that clothing should take. It is perhaps 
telling in this context that the most prominent form of rebellion in western Kenya from the 
1940s on involved breakaway churches and charismatic movements whose members usually 
adopted long white robes for men and loose-flowing white dresses and head scarves for 
women, suggesting African modifications of both coastal and European-but not 
indigenous-styles of clothing.73 Traditionalists in skins and beads had largely 
disappeared, and the men and women of western Kenya were proudly claiming an identity 
as modern Africans in modern clothes. 
73 Note the similarity of prescribed clothing for early Christian clothing in western Kenya with that 
for contemporary members of the Roho or Holy Spirit churches as portrayed in Cynthia Hoehler-Fatton, 
Women of Fire and Spirit: History, Faith, and Gender in Roho Religion in Western Kenya (New York: 
Oxford, 1996), 88; see her photographs, 119-26. She explains that "in traditional Luo culture, the color 
white symbolized purity ... [and was] associated with spirits," fn 25, 230. See also Welbourn and Ogot, A 
Place to Feel at Home. 
